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Herman Melville is one of the greatest American writers of the nineteenth 
century. In reaction to the dominant ideology of his day, he shows great concern about 
the universal equality of human beings, which constitutes a recurring theme in his 
novels. His critique on the dominant ideology in the western world, in particular, the 
sense of racial and class superiority as well as justification for those discriminatory 
acts, is not only implied in his earlier works such as Moby Dick (1851), but also in his 
last one, Billy Budd, Sailor (1924). Locating the story in the macro political context of 
the time, this thesis presents a focused analysis of what Billy’s captain is and does in 
terms of his class, military vocation and earlier professional experience with the aim 
of revealing the influence of the imperial ideology upon the character.  
The introduction discusses the critical responses since the publication of the 
novella and illustrates why a postcolonial approach is adopted in my research. The 
first chapter examines the historical background of the time when the story took 
place and the time when Melville composed the novella. Melville, once blinded by a 
youthful passion about America’s Manifest Destiny, in his old age seems to have 
suffered from disillusionment and seen through the deceptive nature of the imperialist 
discourse, as is reflected in his characterization of Captain Vere. The second chapter 
explores Captain Vere’s colonial consciousness. Identifying with the imperial ideology, 
he is fully convinced of an innate order of human hierarchy, which results in his 
objectification of the sailor class and his belief in Britain’s leading role in the whole 
world. Moreover, he regards ensuring Britain’s rule over the world as his highest 
possible achievement, and this sense of mission generates a great sense of moral 
superiority in turn. The third chapter reveals that the condemnation of Billy Budd to 
death is Captain Vere’s gesture of defense for what he believes to be right and a means 
of self-affirmation about his competence for his duty as a servant of the imperial 















Billy’s life but also brings about his own destruction. In contrast with Billy, the 
narrative seems to pose a negative attitude towards the character Captain Vere and 
what he represents.  
The thesis comes to the conclusion that Captain Vere truly embraces the imperial 
ideology, and sees himself as a fighter for the imperial dream of the British empire. As 
a result, the hanging of Billy Budd, an arbitrary killing, is ironically regarded by the 
captain as a necessary sacrifice for a noble cause. Going back a century into the past 
to explore the consequences of the triumph of imperialism in Britain, the novella 
seems to imply that old Melville, disillusioned with the Manifest Destiny of America, 
must have seen through the deceptive nature of the imperial ideology. 
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The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who 
have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing 
when you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back 
of it; not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea - 
something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to. . . .① 
----Heart of Darkness 
 
Herman Melville is one of the greatest American writers of the nineteenth 
century who never turned blind to events in the world and always kept up an active 
interaction with mainstream ideologies. In fact, his reactions to the dominant ideology 
of his day can be easily traced in his novels. For example, what he portrays in his 
travel narratives such as Typee is not only autobiographical experience, but also can 
be taken as articulations of the ideological contradictions of the time. As Yang Jincai 
(2001: 16) argues, Melville made his writings especially resonant with his day. His 
Polynesian trilogy, to his contemporaries, may have just been entertaining stories 
about a sailor’s adventures to the exotic land. However, when those narratives are 
examined today from the postcolonial perspective, they tell us not just what the 
narrator personally observed and felt in his adventures but provide us with insights 
into the culture and discourses in his time, specifically, cultural encounters between 
western imperial powers and native people as well as the dominant ideologies of the 
western society. Moreover, as a writer, Melville seems to gradually become a serious 
social critic, who ponders upon great themes of his time and of all times, and 
consciously or unconsciously works them into his own works. One of his great 
concerns is the universal equality of human beings, which recurs in his novels. The 
evidences for his critique on the dominant ideology in the western world, in particular, 
                                                        















the sense of superiority that the privileged have over people of various races or groups 
and the justifications for their immoral behaviors, can be found not only in his earlier 
works such as Moby Dick (1851), but also in his last one, Billy Budd, Sailor. 
The story of Billy Budd, Sailor was set in the last decade of the eighteenth 
century, an era when traditional institutions and old ideas about the hierarchy of 
human beings were severely challenged by the new Enlightenment principles of 
citizenship and natural rights in the French Revolution, and when Britain and France, 
the two main competing imperial powers, were engaged in wars. Billy Budd, a 
handsome young sailor, was conscripted from a merchant ship called Rights-of-Man 
to a war fleet named Bellipotent. Billy Budd was very popular among the ship crew. 
However, the Master-at-arms, Claggart, who was a natural-born evil figure, had 
mysterious antipathy towards Billy for his innocence and falsely accused him of 
fomenting mutiny in front of the Captain of the warship, who was unconvinced. Due 
to Captain Vere’s consideration of avoiding too much attention, Billy was ordered to 
the Captain’s cabin to confront the accusation. However, unable to defend himself 
vocally, Billy suddenly hit Claggart on the head and the latter fell to death 
immediately. Witnessing this scene, though knowing that Billy did not plan any 
mutiny or kill the Master-at-arms intentionally, Captain Vere was determined to hang 
Billy. A drum court was called and under the instruction of the captain, Billy was 
sentenced to death. Later, Captain Vere personally went to tell Billy Budd the court 
verdict, and the two seemed to achieve an understanding. Billy was executed at the 
following dawn, and his last words were: “God bless Captain Vere!” (Melville, 1999: 
79) The novella ended with three reports: first, an account of Captain Vere’s death 
after a battle against a French warship, the Atheist; second, a journal article on Billy’s 
killing of his superior Claggart and his own execution; third, a description of the 
crew’s remembrances of Billy, concluding with the ballad “Billy in the Darbies” 
(Melville, 1999: 87). 
Despite the fact that Captain Vere is not the title character of the novella, a 
review of Melville’s compositional process shows that Vere bears the story’s most 















At the second phase, Captain Vere is still a minor character who acts as a judge over 
the case. Assuming the work was finished, Melville was going to make a fair copy of 
the manuscript when he decided to develop Captain Vere into a major character. At 
this time, Captain Vere seems to play a vital role in the complexity of the novella, as 
Robert Milder (2007: 97) says, “Melville shifted the thematic focus of the tale, most 
notably after November 1888 (when he thought the manuscript was complete) by 
developing the characterization of Captain Vere and adding the trial and execution 
scenes”. It shows that the author’s focus at this stage is on Captain Vere and his 
thoughts are conveyed through this character’s words and behaviors, which engages 
most of the critical attention and creates various arguments about his decision of 
hanging Billy Budd. 
Critics are unanimous in the belief that Captain Vere is the one who enforces the 
execution of Billy Budd. However, interpretations are greatly different from each 
other upon what prompts Captain Vere’s decision and how to evaluate that, all of 
which seem to be supported by evidence from the text. Those who stand on the 
captain’s side such as Wendell Glick (1953: 110), put forward the argument that it is a 
necessary but sad move to make in order to save the old world and maintain peace, in 
other words, for “social expediency, which is the only workable standard in this 
imperfect world”. But, as we shall see, Captain Vere actually has choices. It seems 
that that those critics themselves are influenced by the imperial ideology that Melville 
cannot identify with, as can be seen not only in his works but also in one of his 
lectures. A careful examination of the text will show that they have ignored the 
captain’s class background, military vocation and earlier professional experience, 
which are what this paper mainly intends to explore with the aim of revealing the 
influence of the imperial ideology upon the character.  
In a word, locating the story in the macro political context of the time, this paper 
focuses on analyzing what Billy’s captain is and does in terms of his class, military 
vocation and earlier professional experience, and put forward the argument that these 
factors combine to determine that he identifies himself with the imperial ideology, 















people, and thus sees himself as a fighter for the imperial dream of the British empire; 
and that the hanging of Billy Budd is practically his gesture of self-affirmation in the 
competence for his job. It is killing, but ironically, the captain firmly believes it is a 
sacrifice for a noble cause. 
Overview of Critical Responses 
Since Billy Budd, Sailor was published in 1924 after its manuscript was 
discovered in a bread box, generations of critics have been enthusiastically exploring 
its religious revelation, aesthetic value, moral message, social and political agenda, 
psychological factors, narrative strategies, and metaphysic meanings, etc. Relying on 
the text edited by Raymond Weaver and F. Barron Freeman, which has been 
considered quite flawed since the monumental publication of Harriford and Sealt’s 
edition of Billy Budd, Sailor (An Inside Narrative) (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1962), early commentators examined the novella from Christian and humanistic 
perspectives and interpreted it as an allegory of good versus evil, and pronounced it as 
the author’s “testament of acceptance” or spiritual reconciliation (Watson, 1933: 45). 
In “Herman Melville’s Silence”, John Middleton Murry (1924: 34) remarked that after 
thirty-five years’ silence, Herman Melville was trying to reveal the central mystery of 
Christian religion, “regarding Billy Budd, Sailor as the last will and spiritual testament 
of a man of genius”. Raymond Weaver (1928) argued that Billy Budd, Sailor was an 
effort to justify the ways of God to man. Judging from the ending of the novella, 
which was very different from those of the earlier books such as Moby Dick, E. L. 
Grant Watson (1933: 42) commented that “Melville was no longer a rebel”, for he 
created a captain who understood “the truth of spirit” and had no alternative but to 
obey the law, and that there was a communion between the two supreme noble natures: 
Captain Vere and Billy. Some other critics concurred with him and considered Vere a 
poor man trapped by unjust law and forced to hang Billy out of duty as a military 
officer, or argued for the necessity of maintaining order and authority at a critical time 















might collapse into chaos.  
In 1950s, another group of critics reversed the arguments of “testament of 
acceptance” and believed that the novella should be read in an ironic way. Since then, 
heated debates have centered on how to judge Captain Vere’s decision on hanging 
Billy Budd, as initiated by Joseph Schiffman (1950: 46) who argued that, consistent 
with his earlier style of writing, this work was “a tale of irony” and a “final attack 
upon evil…”. As New Criticism became prevalent in literary studies in mid-century, 
Richard Harter Fogle in his article “Billy Budd: The Order of the Fall, Billy 
Budd—Acceptance or Irony” (1960), employing New Critical approach, tried to 
re-establish the argument of acceptance, that is, given the background of the Great 
Mutiny, Captain Vere had to be circumspect, and the decision to hang Billy was made 
out of necessity. However, C. B. Ives (1962) overthrew the judgment that Captain 
Vere was trapped by law to hang Billy without choice and concluded from his study 
of the Articles of War at that time that Billy Budd being condemned to death was 
much the result of Captain Vere’s own discretion, not necessarily regulated by the law. 
Merlin Bowen (1960: 71) put forward his argument that Captain Vere appeared as “a 
Burkean conservative of the strictest sort”, an “overcivilized man” who “lived by his 
head” and denied the affective and feminine side of his nature for social expediency in 
the interest of a utilitarian social ethic; and that his sudden decision of hanging Billy, 
which was a sacrificial gesture, turned out to be a consequence of blindness in seeing 
that “good has the power to maintain itself … in a world where it seems always at the 
point of extinction” and that “it is by its own intrinsic power that it [good] survives 
and not through any devices borrowed from its opposite”. Christopher W. Sten (1975: 
38) raised a more serious and larger question, saying that “Billy Budd, Sailor poses a 
typically Romantic question which every reader is left to answer for himself: Does the 
end—civilization—justify the inevitable sacrifice of the natural man?” And he 
observed that the killing of Billy Budd is to insure the security of England and hence 
the salvation of “the Old World”, and through this story, Melville makes us sensible of 
the price of civilization.  















same vein. Both define Captain Vere as a tragic hero, who, for social expediency, has 
to sacrifice one individual for common good or “ civilization”, or to use the words in 
the text, “the peace of the world and the true welfare of mankind”. But what are 
included in Captain Vere’s definitions of “the world” and “mankind”? This is a serious 
question to ponder upon from a social-political perspective. Robert Milder (1989: 11) 
comments that one of the limitations of Bowen’s reading, from a political standpoint, 
is its neglect of the ways in which “Melville’s narrative accounts for what Billy’s 
captain is and does in terms of his class and military vocation”, which is what this 
thesis intends to explore. Critics, including Milder, tend to see Vere’s opposition 
against the new ideas sprouting in the French Revolution as Burkean conservatism, a 
political and social philosophy which advocates that traditional institutions work best 
and society should avoid radical change. What somehow goes unnoticed is that 
underneath the philosophy is a mentality that believes in the hierarchical order of 
human beings and a sense of superiority of the privileged. 
H. Bruce Franklin, in his article “From Empire to Empire: Billy Budd, 
Sailor”(1984), presents a rather sharp criticism about critics who plead for Captain 
Vere. Like Chinua Achebe who challenges the mainstream interpretations of the 
novella Heart of Darkness by identifying racism in the narrative, Franklin (1984: 201) 
asserts the author’s disapproval of the captain, and straightforwardly points out that 
Melville’s message is not ambiguous at all, and the fact that some critics find it 
ambiguous and try to justify Captain Vere’s decision of hanging Billy Budd reflects 
“the treacherous, insidious character of some of the ethical norms of our society and 
the function of Vere’s intellectual counterparts today”. He draws evidence from the 
text of the story as well as from the entire corpus of Melville’s work, autobiographical 
experience of Melville, the historical context and analyses produced by the majority 
of Melville scholars since 1950, and lists twenty-two points to prove that Melville in 
no way shows approval or ambiguity about Captain Vere’s killing of the morally 
innocent Billy Budd in order to preserve order on the Bellipotent. ② These twenty 
two points provide strong evidence that critics who display sympathy and 
                                                        















understanding towards Captain Vere’s decision cannot easily refute. The critic claims 
that those who argue that Vere incarnates “virtue” or that Melville is ambiguous about 
his actions base their case upon a few isolated passages, taken quite out of context 
(Franklin, 1984: 205). Franklin’s arguments seem to me to be very convincing.  
In China, Billy Budd, Sailor has not attracted as much attention from critics as 
Melville’s previous works such as Moby Dick. Some critical essays published so far 
employ Foucault’s power theory and the games of truth to discuss the power relations 
manifested in the story and conclude that Billy Budd is unable to defend himself in 
the world of complex power games and his unintentional killing provides a great 
opportunity for Captain Vere to exhibit his absolute authority and eliminate any 
potential trace of disorder. The representative essay was written by Yang Jincai, who 
published his book-length critical work Herman Melville and Imperialism: A Cultural 
Critique of Melville’s Polynesian Trilogy, and Jin Yi, in which the two critics employ 
Foucault’s development of Bentham’s concept of “the Panopticon” to discuss how 
discipline and order are maintained on the battleship “Bellipotent”. 
My Study of Billy Budd, Sailor 
From the foregoing survey, it can be seen that many critics from the social 
political perspective tend to locate their discussions in the military context. My 
argument is basically in line with that of H. Bruce Franklin, but my ideological 
analysis centers on Captain Vere’s identification with the imperial ideology, his 
colonial consciousness and the consequences of his firm belief in imperialism. As M. 
J. Schueller (1994: 13) says in his article “Colonialism and Melville’s South Seas 
Journeys”, American writers had ample reason to be interested in the ideology, 
practice, and effects of colonialism, given the discourses of colonialism and 
imperialism in circulation in mid-nineteenth century America. In the following 
discussion I will illustrate why I use the postcolonial perspective to examine the 
novella and what this kind of reading can bring to the understanding of this last work 
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